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ABSTRACT 

The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) 
is an assessment of reading comprehension of nine-year-olds in 35 countries 
and was conducted by the International Association for the Evaluation of 
Educational Achievement { IEA) . This report compares findings from the United 
States with other countries and takes a closer look at performance within the 
United States. Results indicated that: (1) United States fourth graders 

outperformed their counterparts in 23 of the 34 other countries, although 
they scored lower than students in England, the Netherlands, and Sweden; (2) 
the percentage of U.S. fourth graders reaching each of four benchmarks is 
higher than the international averages; (3) fourth-grade girls scored higher 
than fourth-grade boys in the combined reading literacy scale on average in 
every participating country; (4) with the exception of Black fourth graders, 
each racial/ethnic group in the United States scored higher than the 
international average on the combined reading literacy scale, as well as on 
the two reading subscales; (5) fourth graders in U.S. public elementary 
schools with the highest poverty levels scored lower on the combined reading 
literacy scale compared to their counterparts in schools with lower poverty 
levels; (6) 95% of U.S. fourth-grade students attend schools with a 

curricular emphasis on reading, which is greater than the international 
average of 78%; (7) 35% of U.S. fourth-grade students reported reading for 
fun every day or almost every day, which is smaller than the international 
average of 40%; (8) 32% of U.S. fourth-grade students reported they never or 

almost never read for fun outside of school, a significantly higher 
percentage that the international average of 18%; and (9) U.S. fourth graders 
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who reported reading literary fiction outside of school at least once or 
twice a month had higher scores on the combined reading literacy scale than 
those who never or almost never did so. Contains sample items from PIRLS 2001 
and a brief description of the IEA International Reading Literacy Study of 
1991. Appendixes contain technical notes; a brief analysis of the 
similarities and differences between PIRLS and the upcoming National 
Assessment of Educational Progress results of testing of U.S. fourth graders; 
and supplemental tables of data. (Contains 15 figures and 10 exhibits.) (RS) 
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PIRLS 2001 

The Progress in International Reading Literacy Study 
(PIRLS) is an assessment of reading comprehension 
conducted by the International Association for the 
Evaluation of Educational Achievement (IEA). Thirty-five 
countries assessed the reading literacy of their students 
in the upper of the two grades with the most 9-year-olds 
(fourth grade in most countries, including the United 
States). PIRLS 2001 provides comparative information 
on the reading literacy of these fourth-graders and also 
examines factors that may be associated with the 
acquisition of reading literacy in young children 
(see exhibit 1 ). 



As the sponsor for PIRLS 2001 in the United States, 
the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES) 
is reporting findings from the study that compare the 
United States with other countries and that take a closer 
look at performance within the United States. The full 
report on the international study is available at 
www.pidSo@rg. Also available at this site is the 
PIRLS Technical Report , which examines specific 
technical issues related to the assessment. Supporting 
data for the tables and analyses in this report are 
available at www.nces.ed.gov/surveys/pirls. 



Exhibit 1. Questions PIRLS 2001 can answer 

PIRLS 2001 is a carefully constructed reading assessment, consisting of a test of reading literacy and 
questionnaires to collect information about fourth-grade children's reading literacy performance. 

PIRLS 2001 will help educators and policymakers by answering questions such as the following: 

• How well do fourth-grade students read? 

® How do students in one country compare with students in another country? 

• Do fourth-grade students value and enjoy reading? 

• Internationally, how do the reading habits and attitudes of students vary? 
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PIRLS 2001 in Brief 

PIRLS 2001 follows by 10 years a prior IEA study of 
reading literacy called the IEA International Reading 
Literacy Study of 1991. Over the 10 years between 
these studies, progress has been made in the ways in 
which students are assessed and in the construction of 
the assessment instruments themselves. There has also 
been a shift in the design of the assessments. Thus, while 
PIRLS 2001 can trace its evolution from the earlier IRLS, 
it is nevertheless a different study. 

PIRLS 2001 is the first in a planned 5-year cycle of 
international trend studies in reading literacy by the 
IEA. PIRLS is designed to assist participating countries 
in monitoring the reading literacy of their fourth-grade 
populations in comparison to other countries. 

Thirty-five countries participated in PIRLS 2001 (see 
figure 1). The survey assessed the reading literacy of 
children in the upper of the two grades with the most 
9-year-olds — fourth grade in most countries, including 
the United States (exhibit 2). (See appendix A for 
more information on the sampling in PIRLS 2001 .) 

Data were collected in the final months of the 2000-01 
school year. In the United States, data were collected in 
the spring of 2001 from both public and private schools. 



Figure Y. Participating countries in PIRLS 2001 
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(O, Q) only. 

2 Hong Kong, SAR is a Special Administrative Region (SAR) of the 
People's Republic of China. 

SOURCE: International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement, Progress in International Reading Literacy Study (PIRLS) 
2001. 



Exhibit 2. How PIRLS 2001 was constructed and administered 



A group of distinguished international reading 
scholars, the Reading Development Group, was 
formed to construct the PIRLS 2001 Framework and 
endorse the final reading assessment. Each country 
followed internationally prescribed procedures to 
ensure valid translations and representative samples 
of students. Quality Control Monitors were then 
appointed in each country to monitor the testing ses- 
sions at the schools to ensure that the high standards 
of the PIRLS 2001 data collection process were met. 

Reading literacy achievement was measured by 
using a selection of four literary passages drawn 
from children's storybooks and four informational 



Submitted and reviewed by the PIRLS 2001 
countries, the literary passages included realistic 
stories and traditional tales. The informational texts 
included chronological and nonchronological 
articles, a biographical article, and an 
informational leaflet. 

For more information on the test construction, see 
appendix A. More details are also available in the 
PIRLS 200 1 Technical Report at www.psrls.org. 
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Reading Literacy Defined 

PIRLS 2001 measures reading abilities at a time in 
students' schooling when most have learned how to 
read and are now using reading to learn. 

PIRLS 2001 defines reading literacy as 
the following: 

The ability to understand and use those written 
language forms required by society and/or 
valued by the individual. Young readers can 
construct meaning from a variety of texts. They 
read to learn, to participate in communities of 
readers, and for enjoyment (Campbell et al., 

2001, p.3). 

In PIRLS 2001, purposes of reading (see exhibit 3) 
refers to the two types of reading that account for 
most of the reading young students do, both in and 
out of school: (1) reading for literary experience, and 
(2) reading to acquire and use information. In the assess- 
ment, narrative fiction is used to assess students' ability 
to read for literary experience, while a variety of infor- 
mational texts are used to assess students' ability to 
acquire and use information while reading. The PIRLS 
2001 assessment contains an equal proportion of text 
assessing each purpose. 

Processes of comprehension refer to ways in which 
readers construct meaning from the text. Readers focus 
on and retrieve specific ideas, make inferences, interpret 
and integrate ideas and information, and examine or 
evaluate text features. 

Purposes of reading and processes of comprehension 
are the foundations of the assessment. Figure 2 portrays 
the interaction of the two: each process is assessed 
within each purpose of reading. 



Exhibit 3. Aspects of reading literacy 
assessed in PIRLS 2001 

1 . Purposes of reading 

2. Processes of comprehension 

3. Reading behavior and attitudes 

The first two aspects of reading literacy form the 
basis of the written test of reading comprehension. 
The student background questionnaire addresses 
the third aspect. 



Figure 2. Percentage of PIRLS assessment 

items devoted to reading purposes 
and processes 



Purpose of reading (percent) 


Process of 
comprehension 


Literary 

items 


Informational 

items 


Total 


Total 


49 


50 


100 


Focus on and 
retrieve explicitly 
stated information 


9 


13 


22 


Make straightforward 
inferences 


14 


9 


23 


Interpret and integrate 
ideas and information 


20 


20 


40 


Examine and evaluate 
content, language, and 
textual elements 


6 


8 


14 



NOTE: Detail may not sum to totals due to rounding. 

SOURCE: International Association for the Evaluation of Educational 
Achievement, Progress in International Reading Literacy Study, 2001. 



